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How did 
we do it?

PHSKC partnered with Empowering Youth 
and Families Outreach, Communities in 
Schools Federal Way ςHighline, and 
Cardea to hold conversations with middle 
school youth to learn:

1. What do supportive emotional health and well-
being look like for young people at school? 

2. What makes young people feel connected to an 
adult at school? 

3. How does the school environment impact youth 
emotional health and well-being? 



Why this 
project?

This project was designed to hear directly from youth 
who identify with groups who are disproportionately 
impacted by systemic racism and gender-based 
oppression to provide meaningful and actionable 
ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ 
improve support.

GOALS: 

ÅDocument how the school environment impacts young people to 
help move towards systems accountability.

ÅExplore existing strengths and unmet needs in supports and 
programs for middle school youth.

ÅElevate recommendations directly from middle school youth 
about how support can be improved.



Who 
participated?

67 middle school students participated in 
conversations 

Participants included young people who attend 
middle schools in King County and identify as:

ÅTransgender or gender diverse (21 students)

ÅBlack or African American (25 students)

ÅAmerican Indian or Alaska Native (6 students)

ÅNative Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (15 students)
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Successes and Limitations

Successes

ÅElevating voices of BIPOC and 
gender diverse middle school 
youth.

ÅPartners were able to tailor 
how they conducted youth 
conversations to the specific 
needs of each group.

Limitations

ÅThis project does not represent 
experiences or perspectives of all 
King County middle school youth 
who identify with these groups. 

ÅYoung people and partner capacity 
continues to be impacted by the 
pandemic.

ÅAll activities had to be completed 
during the 2021-2022 school year.



Youth Experiences: 
Partner Presentations



Youth discussions about emotional well-being and school environments in 2021 ς2022, 

King County, Washington

December 2021
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ABOUT THIS REPORT
ÅThis report provides relevant and sensitive information 

about the emotional well-being and school environments for 
Middle School students in the King County area. 

ÅThe results come from the Communities in School of Federal 
Way ςHighline transgender/gender diverse, as well as Pacific 
Islander and Native Hawaiian students. These students come 
from a collection of Middle Schools throughout the Federal 
Way area. 

ÅThe students participated in these conversations via one on 
one conversations with the School Outreach Coordinator at 
their schools, or in a group setting with their peers. This 
choice was based on the comfort levels of the students.



WHAT QUESTIONS DID WE ANSWER?

ÅWhen you think about emotional health or mental health, what comes to 
mind? 
ÅWhat makes you feel emotionally safe at school? 
Å5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ 

identity are related? / Do you think emotional safety at school and a 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘΚ 
ÅWhat makes you feel connected to adults at school? 
ÅHow can adults at school better support emotional health and well-being 

for youth? 
ÅHow could emotional health and well-being supports be better designed to 

meet the needs of young people? 



WHO PARTICIPATED IN CONVERSEATIONS 
AND HOW?
Å26 middle school students participated in the conversations.
Å59% identify as gender diverse, 9% identify as transgender, and 32% are 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. 

ÅThe conversations were in the form of an in-person discussion with 
ǘƘŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ hǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ ! ƻƴŜ-on-
one conversation or a group conversation was available to the 
participant based on comfort level. 

ÅThere were 17 discussions held, and each discussion was held for 
roughly 10 ς30 minutes.

ÅWe offered each participant a $50 thank you gift card to Amazon or 
Safeway.



A FEW NOTES ABOUT THIS REPORT

ÅSome of the topics discussed were sensitive for middle school 
students. We acknowledge this sensitivity by respecting their 
boundaries when it comes to certain questions. 

ÅWe use the terms transgender and gender diverse separately due to 
the classifications of the individuals participating, but it is helpful to 
understand that gender diverse is an umbrella term used to describe 
anyone who identifies as a non-cisgender, which may include 
transgender or nonbinary identities.



Overall feelings about Emotional Well-being and School 
Environments During the 2021 ς2022 School Year
*stock photo used



SUMMARY: EXPERIENCES OF TRANSGENDER AND 
GENDER DIVERSE STUDENTS

ÅThere is a strong fear about safe spaces 
not being safe. Where things being told in 
confidence to teachers or counselors are 
being shared with others without consent, 
or before the student is ready.

ÅStudents spoke often about the lack of 
diversity between the staff members, 
having no one that relates to them.

Å{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ƭƛŦŜέ 
when they are not able to be themselves 
outside of school and this causes a lot of 
stress.

ά¢ƘŜȅ ώŀŘǳƭǘǎϐ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƛŎŜǊΣ 
and ask for my pronouns, and 
ask how our parents will react. 
They should stand up for us 
when other students disrespect 
ƻǳǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦέ ςGender diverse 6th

grader

άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩƳ άŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘέΦ Lǘ ǎŎŀǊŜǎ 
me to have to correct people 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ŀƴƎǊȅ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΦέ 
ςGender diverse 6th grader



SUMMARY: EXPERIENCES OF NATIVE HAWAIIAN AND 
PACIFIC ISLANDER STUDENTS

ÅSocial media and gossiping make school 
feel unsafe and students felt that adults 
are not aware of these problems.

ÅStudents spoke often about the lack of 
diversity between the staff members, 
having no one that relates to them.

ÅStudents are excited to be at school but 
stressed due to situations at home.

άIt took some time to get comfortable 
with adults in school. Last year during 
the pandemic, my teachers were really 

supportive over zoom but it was 
awkward. This year, there is a sense of 
άrefreshnessέ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ 

teachers in person and meet with them 
one-on-one if needed. You [CIS staff] 

have been very supportive also in 
terms of being a person of color that 

can identify with similar experiences as 
ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦέ ςNative Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th

grader

ά²ƘŜƴ L ŀƳ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ L ŦŜŜƭ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǘ 
home because my friends treat me like 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ ςNative Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th 

grader



Do you think emotional safety at school and a 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅκǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 
are related?

Åά¸Ŝǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ 
order to feel emotionally safe ςbeing misgendered or called 
by my dead name. People laugh about misgendering me, and 
Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ŀ ƧƻƪŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǳƴǎŀŦŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ Ƴȅ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇƛƴƎΧέ     
- Transgender 6th grader

Åά!ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
identities. Stereotypes have the biggest blame for this. There 
is lots of name calling among peers, and LGBTQ people are 
ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΦέ ςGender diverse 8th grader

Åά¸ŜǎΣ {ǘŀŦŦ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎέ ς
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th grader

STUDENTS FELT THAT 
IDENTITY 
AFFIRMATION IS AN 
IMPORTANT PART OF 
EMOTIONAL SAFETY



How does the school environment impact your 
emotional health and well-being? 

ÅάL ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Řŀȅǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ƛŦ 
say a few of my friends are out. I can over think situations that I 
am in at times and with social media being so prominent in 
schools, it can all be so overwhelming. What I have noticed at 
school now that we are back in person is more and more kids 
ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳƭƭƛŜŘ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέςGender diverse 8th grader

ÅάhǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƻȄƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ 
it. But because I have connections with students in each grade, I 
do not like I receive the same toxicity that others do. So much 
άǘŜŀέ ƎƻŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƪŀ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 
even social media problems that make people feel 
ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΦέ ςNative Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th grader

ÅάL ƎŜǘ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƘƻƳŜ 
because they could use the wrong name or pronoun and I could 
ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜέ ςGender diverse 6th grader

BULLYING, GOSSIP, 
and SOCIAL MEDIA 
Lat!/¢ {¢¦59b¢{Ω 
WELL-BEING AT 
SCHOOL



How could emotional health and well-being supports be 
better designed to meet the needs of young people?

Åά¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ƻǳǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŀ Ƙŀōƛǘ ǘƻ ŀǎƪΦέςGender diverse 6th grader

Åά{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ 
calling me by the wrong name or using the wrong pronouns 
because that makes me feel unsafe. If nothing is done it makes 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘΦέ ςGender diverse 8th grader

Åά{ǘŀŦŦ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ-ins. With 
check-ƛƴǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ м ƻƴ мέ ς
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th grader

ÅάStaff treating everyone equally regardless if they are 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άōŀŘ ƪƛŘέέ ςNative Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 8th grader

ÅάL ǿƛǎƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 
to respect me. None of the teachers are [gender diverse or 
ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴŘŜǊϐ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƳŜΦέ ςGender diverse 6th grader

Åά!Řǳƭǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦέ ςGender diverse 6th

grader

STUDENTS WANT 
MORE SUPPORT, 
CONNECTION, AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR 
SCHOOL STAFF AND 
STUDENTS



What helps students feel connected to adults 
at school? 

Gender diverse and Transgender 
students: 

Å.ŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ άǿƘƻƭŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ ŀƴŘ 
treated with kindness.

ÅAdults who have a deep understanding of 
LGBTQ+ identities and avoid 
microaggressions.

Å²ƘŜƴ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǳǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ 
name and pronouns. 

Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 
students: 

ÅConnecting with BIPOC adults at 
school. 

ÅTeachers/school staff who check in 
frequently, are consistently there, and 
make space for students to talk. 

ÅTreating everyone fairly and trying to 
understand student experiences 
through a student lens.



OVERALL TAKEAWAYS

Gender Diverse/Transgender Students:

ÅWhile most students wish to feel more accepted by teachers and 
peers at school, they also mentioned that school was where they are 
able to be their most authentic selves. 

ÅStudents want more support around communicating with parents 
about their gender identity and worry about school staff using the 
wrong name or pronouns when contacting parents. 

ÅStudents also voiced their concerns about safe spaces being 
unavailable at schools, and hoped that there would be more of them 
in the future. 



OVERALL TAKEAWAYS

Pacific Islander and Native Hawaiian students: 

ÅStudents felt that they could be themselves at school but struggled 
with challenges at home which led to stress. 

ÅThe need for spaces to talk to an adult was present. They felt as 
though there was no one at school like them that they could relate to.

ÅThe concern for the way they look to others was very important. 
Being seen as a gang, or a group of troublemakers by the school staff 
because they all hang out together really bothered them.



CONTEXT AND LIMITATIONS

ÅWe found that talking about their personal feelings towards school was very 
uncomfortable for Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students. If we were able to 
have an adult from their community come in and ask these questions, we feel we 
could have gotten more information.

ÅWe found that transgender and gender diverse students were very concerned 
about physical safety at school, and while these are students on our case load, it 
was very common for us to refer them to counseling and resources. Having a 
licensed professional or someone who is able to meet with students for 
additional supports after the conversations would have been helpful for these 
young people. This could mean a therapist or anyone that has the qualifications 
to give support and resources.

ÅMany students were emotional during our conversations, which leads us to 
believe that there is a general lack of support in schools for the mental health of 
students. 



Thank You! 

Questions? *stock photo used



Emotional well -being at middle school �±Key findings from 
discussions with gender diverse, American Indian and Alaska Native, 

and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander students in King County
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